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	To throw obstacles in the way of a complete education is like putting out the eyes.

	Elizabeth Cady Stanton

	 

	I think the girl who is able to earn her own living and pay her own way should be as happy as anybody on earth. The sense of independence and security is very sweet.

	Susan B. Anthony

	 

	 

	In the adjustment of the new order of things, we women demand an equal voice; we shall accept nothing less.
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Chapter 1             SARA JANE

	On Small Miracles

	T


	he assembled crowd on platform two exuded a touch of trepidation, which sparked the air like fireflies glowing on a hot summer night. This Saturday morning, June 22,1901, we waited for the Union Pacific train due into Denver at six o’clock, but it was already twenty-three minutes late.

	Mama fussed with her auburn hair and checked Papa’s gold pocket watch, which she’d worn pinned to her waist since he’d passed two years before. “Where can they be, Sara Jane?” she asked in a voice riddled with worry.

	“I’m sure it will be here any minute.” I tried to sound confident, although unease niggled at my middle. At fifteen years old, I was unaccustomed to being the one to offer reassurance.

	At long last, the planks beneath our feet began to tremble, and a great roar, like a fierce windstorm sweeping through the Rocky Mountains Fremont Pass, rolled across the station. A charcoal plume rose from around the bend as the clacking of wheels grew louder. The black nose of a steam engine barreled into the station, sending a collective aah through the anxious throng. I covered my ears to soften the piercing screech of locking brakes and metal wheels scraping on the tracks. The train lurched to a stop and belched a final blast of smoke and cinders.

	Mama took a deep breath and grabbed the hand of my five-year-old brother, Cole. The imminent arrival of her two sisters, Mildred and Evangeline, or Eva, as she was called, from Lawrence, Kansas, had set her aflutter in a way foreign to her nature. It left me feeling untethered. My self-assured and resolute mother, always ready with a warm smile and encouraging words, had momentarily gone missing. Where was the bold woman who marched for women’s rights and battled the multitudes of injustices burdening our world, the woman who had persevered through four years of medical school despite the daunting odds? I needed her comfort once more. True, we had not seen my aunts since my family’s unhappy trip to Lawrence eleven years before, when I was not quite five years of age. Clearly a deep uncertainty caused Mama’s disquiet this day.

	My aunts’ arrival seemed nothing short of a small miracle to me, although I doubted grumpy old Sister Agnes at Catechism class would agree. No one from Mama’s family had ever come to visit us. All she would say on the subject was that, with the exception of Aunt Eva, she didn’t “get on” with her family. She always added that speaking ill of others served no purpose. So it came as a strike of lightning, perhaps a message from a higher power, when Aunt Mildred’s letter had arrived two weeks earlier announcing their trip. She and Aunt Eva planned to stay six weeks with us, the better part of summer.

	I whispered a quick prayer of thanks to Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travelers, that my aunts had not met with an accident, train robbers, or an attack by a band of Indians—all still possibilities. Being new to saints, after our recent conversion to the Catholic faith, I felt uncertain of their powers. Did these holy spirits listen to the pleas of someone like me, who had yet to take communion?

	Conductors emerged from the train cars in unison, like the two carved cuckoos that popped out of our grandfather clock each hour in the entry hall at home. They placed stairs on the platform and assisted ladies stepping down. A regiment of porters with trolleys waited to collect luggage.

	Cole glanced up at Mama, his sleepy blue eyes filled with worry. “Will they like me?”

	A smile touched Mama’s lips for the first time that day. “Of course they will.” She placed a damp hand beneath my elbow and edged us forward little by little, scanning the weary travelers descending from the train. Her fingers pressed tighter around me. “Do you see them?” A note close to panic tinged her voice.

	I doubted I would recognize my aunts, as I remembered little of our meeting when I was young. My knowledge of their faces came from a sepia photograph sitting on the bookshelf in our library. It had been taken six years earlier in front of a big house with my grandmother and assorted aunts, uncles, and cousins standing on the lawn. Sometimes I stared at the barely discernable faces trying to remember if I had met them. Had I played with any of the children? I asked Mama questions, and occasionally she explained their relationship to us. Now I searched to find a flicker of familiarity among the multitude of people streaming down the platform.

	“Mildred, over here.” Mama’s arm flew up in the air as she rushed off, leaving Cole and me behind.

	Aunt Mildred stepped from the Pullman car onto the platform, securing a stray wisp of graying hair under a simple black straw hat. Her beige poplin traveling suit and white blouse made her pale skin look sallow. If it had been up to me, I would have dressed her in a soft green with a more flattering cut to the suit. Her plain face was broad in the forehead with narrow eyes set close together and a chin that disappeared into the multiple folds of her neck. Yet with her hefty figure drawn up straight and her shoulders arched back, she had a commanding presence. A great sigh escaped her lips as she raised a hand of recognition.

	Mama, always quick with a loving embrace, threw her arms around Aunt Mildred and kissed her cheek. Aunt Mildred stiffened, and her eyes went wide. Her arms hung at her sides as if she had no recollection of how to hug someone back. She stepped away, clutching her reticule.

	My breath caught in my throat. Standing on the step behind Mama and Aunt Mildred, smiling down like a benevolent spirit, was one of the loveliest women I had ever seen. Aunt Eva was twenty-five years old, fifteen years younger than Mama. The photograph at home completely failed to capture the delicate features of her oval face: the small, straight nose, and shapely lips. She glanced at me with large, intelligent eyes the brilliant blue of a Colorado sky on a clear day. Her silk voile traveling suit, a shade darker than her eyes, had a rounded bolero jacket with a large collar. Decorative tucks adorned the collar, sleeves, and waist. It looked exactly like the sketch of a French design I had cut out of the March issue of the Ladies’ Home Journal. I knew immediately we would share a common interest in fashion and design. Her wide-brimmed gray hat, decorated with blue silk ribbons and two ostrich feathers, tipped to one side above a cloud of silver-white hair. She had warned us in a letter that the scarlet fever, which nearly took her life the previous October, had sapped the color from her normally brunette hair. She appeared thin and frail, reminding me of the baby bluebird Cole had found in the backyard under the oak tree a few weeks before, almost fully formed yet not quite strong enough to fly away.

	Despite the age difference and miles separating their lives, Aunt Eva and Mama cherished their relationship. They wrote to each other every week without fail. How Mama loved coming home after a long day to find a thick envelope filled with Aunt Eva’s blue scented paper. After dinner we sat in the parlor while she read me the letter. The fine, even script held a treasure of stories with the latest news and gossip about family and friends in Lawrence. Her writing entranced me: witty and clever, sometimes a bit sly, but never mean. It was my favorite part of the week. Often the news set Mama to reminiscing, recounting tales of her girlhood, a dreamy time in a different world. I always wanted to know more.

	That previous October a week had passed, then two and three, without a letter from Aunt Eva. Mama grew distraught and sent a wire to Aunt Mildred. Three days later a wire arrived back: Eva ill with scarlet fever. Past worst. Recovering. Mildred.

	“I can’t believe they didn’t let me know sooner,” Mama muttered. An anger I had never seen before erupted like a shower of sparks from an imploding fireplace log. She bit her lip and marched off to the library. Cole and I tiptoed after her, hovering by the nearly closed door. She paced across the carpet and ranted to the bookshelves. “What mean-spirited people, impervious to my feelings, finding yet another opportunity to punish me for marrying William and leaving home.” She spread her arms in mock grandiosity. “Mother, Her Royal Highness, sitting on her throne, judging me, trying to rule everyone’s lives. How could she keep this from me?”

	Cole let out a nervous giggle, undoubtedly baffled—as was I—by Mama’s strange behavior. Mama rushed to open the door and found us. “Oh, my dears,” she gasped, “those rash words were never meant for your ears. Promise me you’ll never repeat them.” Cole and I solemnly swore ourselves to silence.

	“I’m just so worried about Aunt Eva,” she said, hugging us close and bursting into tears.

	Almost a month had passed before Aunt Eva was able to write us. Her shaky scrawl promised she was feeling stronger at last and would send more news soon. Mama had written letter after letter begging her to visit us. Colorado was renowned for its restorative dry, clean air and temperate climate. Large sanatoriums in Denver and surrounding areas drew patients with tuberculosis and other ailments from around the country for treatment.

	Aunt Eva regretted that no one could accompany her, and she felt too weak to make the trip alone. She said my grandmother’s arthritis and nerves prohibited her from traveling, which prompted Mama to mumble, “Thank the lord for that.” Aunt Mildred claimed she couldn’t possibly leave her husband, my uncle Franklin, for such a long period.

	Then Aunt Mildred’s note had suddenly appeared in the mail at the start of June without explanation, announcing their arrival. A curious turn of events.

	Aunt Mildred stepped aside and snapped her fingers for a porter. Aunt Eva descended the last step and fell into Mama’s waiting arms. They hugged and kissed as tears spilled down their cheeks.

	“Oh, Lida,” Aunt Eva cried, stepping back at last and dabbing her eyes with a lace handkerchief. “You are a sight for sore eyes. And the children.” She touched Cole’s cheek. “What a fine boy. The spitting image of his father.”

	Cole stared up at her, his mouth agape. “Are you an angel?”

	Eva tilted her head back, releasing a soft chime of laughter. “No, my darling; far from it, I’m afraid.” She turned to me. “And, Sara Jane, you’ve grown into a young lady, a beauty like your mother.”

	Aunt Mildred studied me with a deep frown. I felt self-conscious that my white cotton dress, not yet three months old, reached an inch above my ankles. I’d grown nearly two inches since my last birthday the previous August. “Tall for her age,” she said. “What are you now, fourteen?”

	“I’ll be sixteen in August, Aunt Mildred. We’re ever so pleased to have you visit.” Awkward and uncertain under her appraising gaze, I dipped in a small curtsy.

	Cole glanced at me with a puzzled expression. With great ceremony, he bowed to Mildred and said, “Your Highness.”

	Mildred startled. “You say the oddest things, child.”

	“But Mama,” Cole began before I put my hand over his mouth and whispered in his ear I would explain later.

	“This is your aunt Mildred,” Mama said quickly, “and this is Aunt Eva.”

	“Horrible trip. I have a splitting headache,” Aunt Mildred said, mopping her brow with a cotton handkerchief.

	“I know you’re exhausted. We’ll find a cart to deliver the trunks and valises and get a carriage home,” Mama said as passengers continued to pour past us. Large immigrant families and modestly clad farmers, carrying bundles wrapped in paper and string, worked their way down the platform from the third-class cars at the far end of the train.

	Mama placed a hand under Aunt Mildred’s elbow, leading our small contingent through the Union Station lobby. Our footsteps echoed on the marble floors of the cavernous hall as travelers bustled to and fro. I held onto Cole, and Aunt Eva slipped a hand through my arm and squeezed it gently.

	“The soot and smoke were unbearable. Almost twenty hours on that infernal train, and I never slept a wink,” Aunt Mildred complained to Mama.

	Aunt Eva smiled at me. “I was too excited to sleep much, either, but it wasn’t so bad. The meals in the dining car were delicious, and we chatted with a lovely couple headed for Los Angeles.

	I gazed shyly at Aunt Eva as fleeting images of our trip to Kansas returned to me. What I recalled most clearly was the thrill of riding the train to a faraway place. While Mama held my brother Peter, two and a half, I perched on Papa’s lap and watched the flat barren landscape fly by outside the window. Papa and I made a game of spotting distant farmhouses, cattle, or bunnies hopping among the sagebrush—any sign of life. Soon my excitement turned to boredom on the seemingly endless ride. Papa invented funny stories about other passengers and where they were traveling, relating them in his deep voice, until I drifted off to sleep. The biggest treat was eating dinner in the dining car. We sat at a table with a white linen tablecloth while they served our food on china plates. The waiter brought me a cup of hot chocolate and two butter cookies for dessert. 

	“You’ve been a proper young lady,” he said. “So grown-up and polite.” Even little Peter had behaved himself.

	The details of our time in Lawrence remained hazy in my mind, but now flashes came to me of a picnic on the Kansas River, a Fourth of July parade, and an argument between Mama and my grandmother that sent us packing home. I never understood what caused the trouble. Whenever I asked, Mama said it was best forgotten. Aunt Eva, fourteen at the time, had doted on Peter and me. She insisted on giving me one of her beautiful porcelain dolls. I played with it for hours on the train as we retraced our path across the plains amid a somber silence and Mama’s occasional tears. I treasured the doll and still kept it by my bed.

	Out in front of the train station, Mama found a man with a flatbed cart to deliver the luggage, then we stood in line for a carriage.

	Aunt Mildred stared down Seventeenth Street, which was quiet at this hour of the morning. Only a scattering of people dotted the sidewalks. One of our brightly painted red-and-yellow streetcars rolled down the tracks, clanging its bell. “I can’t imagine why you continue to live in this place,” she said after a moment.

	Mama’s mouth flew open, but she held her tongue.

	Aunt Eva put a hand on Mama’s arm. “How wonderful you have electric trams.”

	Mama relaxed. “We’re very up-to-date.” 

	“I ride the tram with Sara Jane,” Cole boasted.

	Aunt Eva leaned down to his level. “Maybe you’ll take me for a ride one day.”

	Cole beamed. “Yes, ma’am.” He reached up and took her hand.

	Aunt Eva nodded toward the white-capped mountain peaks visible beyond the tops of city buildings. “The mountains look like an artist painted them as a backdrop for a theater. I shall take long walks and breathe in the delightful, clean air.” She grinned at Mama. “And we’ll have all the time in the world to catch up.”

	“Slow down, Eva,” Aunt Mildred said, reminding me of stern, uncompromising Sister Agnes. “You’re still recovering from the scarlet fever.”

	My eyes darted between my aunts, as different in appearance and temperament as one could imagine, the essence of winter and spring. Their visit promised changes that I could not begin to anticipate. Whatever happened, I felt sure it would not be a boring summer.

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 2                  LIDA

	More than Meets the Eye

	I


	 sat next to Eva in the carriage, clutching her arm to reassure myself my dear sister was truly there in flesh and blood. Her presence calmed me like a soothing balm. Wise beyond her age, Eva understood me better than any person next to my beloved William. We had forged a bond not in childhood—for she was only three when I left for college, and I married right after graduating—but through our correspondence over subsequent years. For the pleasure of Eva’s company, I could endure Mildred’s unpleasant temperament. I would put aside my anger with Mildred for siding with Mother in rejecting my marriage to William and the unforgiveable words she spoke at our last meeting. In my heart, I hoped we might find a way to mend the rift and start anew.

	Eva appeared terribly thin and delicate, like a sapling barely able to withstand a strong wind. I feared the raging fevers that had racked her body had left her more damaged than she would admit. After Mildred’s wire arrived, I read every medical book and journal article on scarlet fever I could locate. Little was known of the long term effects for patients who survived severe fevers, other than anecdotal accounts.

	In November I wrote Dr. Bartley, the family’s longtime physician in Lawrence, explaining how I would be graduating from medical school in five months. I asked as one doctor to another for his diagnosis of Eva—the extent of her illness and fevers, how he had treated her, and the prognosis for her future. He responded with a terse note informing me that I had no standing to question him or ask for such information. He took the opportunity to advise me to find another profession. In his opinion women were unfit in mind and body to endure the rigors of practicing medicine. Did I not understand the female brain was smaller than men’s and less capable of complex reasoning? That I should even consider taking the well-being and health of others into my hands was indefensible and close to criminal. This infuriated me beyond words, of course, but it was hardly the first or last time a male colleague would insult me or degrade my abilities as a physician.

	I had completed my medical degree that April at the Denver Homeopathy Medical College, one of four medical schools in the Denver area. The colleges all welcomed women applicants because of the intense competition to attract the few students interested in pursuing a medical career. I shared the philosophy of the homeopathy school, which strove to meld modern science with less invasive natural treatments. I assumed the school staff and students would be more open-minded toward women joining the profession. While true of some, the progressive attitude did not extend to all. Most of my teachers were male, and only one other woman student joined me in our class of twenty-six. My female compatriot did nothing to help our cause when she quit after the first year to marry and move to Montana. I endured four years of male doctors and students treating me with disdain and belittling my intellect. Somehow I persisted and graduated first in our class. My revenge. I had the advantage of being older and clearly focused on my purpose of helping others.

	“Normally I work on Saturdays, but a friend is filling in for me today. What a treat to have two free days to welcome you here.” I squeezed Eva’s arm. “How are you feeling?”

	“I’m fine.” Eva tossed her head as if the question no longer needed consideration.

	“She tires easily,” Mildred said, “and you can see she hasn’t regained her appetite. You look a bit peaked yourself. Too thin, the both of you.”

	“What with finishing school and beginning work…it’s been busy.” I didn’t know why I felt compelled to respond to Mildred’s comment. Certainly it was none of her business.

	I had the carriage driver turn down Sixteenth Street so I could point out the Tabor Opera House, one of the grandest buildings in Denver. “All the best touring companies perform here,” I said. “The interior is beautiful.”

	“Mama took me there to see my first opera in March, El Capitan,” Sara Jane said. “It was thrilling.”

	“I bought tickets for a performance of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado in a few weeks,” I added.

	“How wonderful!” Eva exclaimed.

	Mildred stared out the window. “The building looks more like a dry-goods store with all those businesses on the ground floor.”

	I studied my elder sister, awash with unkind thoughts that sapped my good intentions to get along with her. While not quite four years my senior, her silver-streaked hair and wide girth made her appear at least ten years older. She had gained a great deal of weight since our last meeting eleven years before. Her jacket and skirt strained at the seams, and her wedding ring cut into her pudgy finger. She looked not only unbecoming but uncomfortable. I had noticed her struggle while climbing into the carriage, complaining of arthritis in her knees. Her chest rose and fell with labored, wheezy breaths, perhaps a reaction to the altitude. She had turned into an old woman, taking on the demeanor of our mother.

	Although never what one would call pretty in a classic sense, as a young woman Mildred had been witty and full of spirit, cutting an appealing figure that attracted many suitors. Back then we were close, laughing and sharing confidences about boys as we emerged from childhood to become young women. I wondered what had happened to my fun-loving sister.

	The driver turned onto Colfax and continued past the State Capitol with its imposing dome. He pulled in the horses to a slower clip, taking us down Pennsylvania Street then Logan Avenue, as if he wanted to show off the elegant mansions of Denver’s wealthiest residents that lined the streets. Mildred stared out the window, allowing several low murmurs of approval to escape her lips.

	“This area is called Capitol Hill. You can’t imagine how the city has grown since William and I first arrived in ’84.” Pride swelled in my voice for this former Wild West mining town that had transformed itself into a thriving metropolis, with all the amenities of the modern age. I couldn’t help boasting. I suppose part of me still needed to justify my life, to prove to Mildred and, in turn, my mother, that I had made the right choice. It irked me considerably that I could not let go of this infantile need for approval.

	“We’re almost there,” Cole said, bouncing off his seat.

	“We live in the more modest part of the neighborhood, but a pleasant street nonetheless,” I said.

	Our carriage veered onto Seventh Avenue then turned down Pearl Street and halted in front of our two-story Queen Anne home. Dark-brown trim and patterned shingles beneath the gables set off the white clapboard walls. If one looked closely, it became apparent that the front porch sagged slightly on the right side and the paint had cracked around the window sills and door jambs. I hoped the profusion of lilacs, roses, and daisies filling the front yard with color and an enticing scent would distract from our home’s flaws.

	After Mildred’s letter arrived, I had done what I could to make things more presentable, hiring a temporary day woman to help our housekeeper, Katherine, scrub the house from top to bottom. Sara Jane carried excess clutter from the spare bedrooms to the attic and planted fiery red geraniums in the front porch window boxes. I replaced the parlor curtains and bought new linens for my sisters. A handyman fixed the drip in the faucet in the upstairs bathroom and replaced the cracked windowpane in the dining room (the result of one of Cole’s misguided tosses of his red rubber ball). But many other details still needed attention.

	The driver helped Mildred down as the rest of us climbed out the other side. Mildred insisted on paying the fare.

	“It looks exactly like the photograph you sent,” Eva said, “only it’s even prettier in person.”

	I pointed to the new addition on the left side of the house. “This is my medical office. The builders finished it right before...” I stopped, a hard lump forming in my throat. I found it impossible to speak of William’s death as merely a sidenote to a story, referenced in the most inconsequential way. The grief I kept locked away sprang up when least expected. It caught me unaware when someone made a comment, which might be totally unrelated to William but somehow evoked a memory. Or when I glimpsed a picture or an object he had given me and recalled our happy times together.

	Cole clamored up the front steps then turned around. “Aunt Eva, I’ll show you my bug collection.”

	“Oh, Cole, no one wants to see your silly bugs,” Sara Jane said, affecting her most grown-up tone to place herself squarely among the adults.

	“You’re wrong, my dear. I’m very interested,” Eva said. “I majored in biology in college, so I learned a great deal about insects.”

	Mildred held onto the railing, pulling herself up the porch steps with some effort. Sara Jane took an elbow to help her, but Mildred shook her off. “I don’t need assistance, for heaven’s sake.” Her tone was sharp yet carried a trace of embarrassment.

	Cole threw open the front door and pounded through the hall, his new leather shoes clacking on the wooden floors. “Katherine, we’re here,” he cried out.

	As we crowded into the entry near the stairway, Katherine emerged from the kitchen and hurried through the dining room, wiping her hands on her apron. “My lord, such a racket ye make,” she said, ruffling Cole’s hair. Wisps of red tresses escaped the tight bun on top of her head and circled her freckled cheeks and brow like puffs from a cottonwood tree riding the wind. Her green eyes nearly disappeared in a broad grin. The deep wrinkles lining her face, born of the unfathomable loss of her family, aged her beyond her thirty-nine years.

	“Katherine McClellan, these are my sisters Mrs. Bolton and Miss Delacroix.” I turned to my sisters. “Katherine is our housekeeper and lives in the apartment over the carriage house. We couldn’t have survived these past years without her.”

	“Thank ye, Dr. Clayton.” Katherine’s cheek’s bloomed pink splotches as she curtsied. “And welcome ye are. Once ye settle in, I’ll have breakfast and a pot of hot coffee ready.”

	“That sounds heavenly,” Eva said. “I must wash up. After all those hours on the train, I feel gritty.”

	Cole led the way to the second floor, an excited jack rabbit hopping on the newly polished steps. Our enormous orange tiger cat sat at the top of stairs, licking a paw and warily watching the group ascend. Cole gathered her into his arms. “This is Buttercup.”

	“You’ll have to put that creature outside,” Mildred said, stepping as far away as possible on the landing. “I dislike cats. They shed hair everywhere.”

	“Sara Jane, take her out to the yard when you come down,” I said.

	Buttercup jumped from Cole’s arms and pattered down the hall toward the back of the house, indifferent to the fuss.

	Sara Jane showed Eva to the guest room across from my bedroom, while I steered Mildred to the front room next to mine.

	Mildred removed her hat and jacket, placing them on the caned rocking chair. She collapsed on the bed with a heavy sigh and sagging shoulders. “I believe I shall have a nap. We had a sleeper car, but I never found a moment’s rest the entire way. So much noise and the constant rocking back and forth.”

	“Of course. Katherine will keep something warm for you.”

	She gently touched the quilt embroidered with lilac violets. A soft breeze drifted through the open window rustling the white organdy curtains and carrying the sweetness of the climbing roses into the room. A cream-colored afghan lay across the bottom of the bed, which Aunt Effie, our favorite aunt, had crocheted for me when I married William. Katherine had placed a vase filled with sweet peas and coral bells from the backyard on the dresser and a pitcher of water and a glass on the nightstand.

	“The room is very pleasant. Thank you.” Mildred’s eyes met mine, looking softer now. Perhaps she meant to call a truce, to find a way back from the deep chasm between us.

	“Of course. Get some rest now.” I hurried out of the room and softly closed the door.

	 

	Eva joined Sara Jane and me in the family parlor thirty minutes later, where I'd asked Katherine to serve us cinnamon rolls and coffee so we could be more relaxed. Eva, washed and refreshed, looked the picture of summer in a pale coral linen blouse with a straight collar, ruffled at the top, and the new puffy bishop sleeves. Feather stitching in a deeper shade of coral ran down the front, along the sleeves, and around the neck. It was tucked into a white linen gored skirt that flared into soft folds around her feet. Her white hair was gathered in a loose pompadour. I envied her natural affinity for stylish, youthful fashions that suited her so well.

	“Look out for Cole’s box,” I warned as she stepped near his bug collection, which lay in the middle of the floor. The wooden apple box, lined with an old tea towel and white gauze, contained a cricket, an assortment of black beetles, a slightly shriveled, furry caterpillar, a yellow spotted butterfly with half a wing missing, and four pill bugs in various stages of curling into a ball.

	Eva picked up the box and studied the contents for a moment. “It’s quite nice. Where is Cole?”

	Sara Jane sighed. “He’s gone out back to find something new to add. I hope he doesn’t dig up any flowers the way he did last week when he was trying to catch a worm.”

	I smiled. “We mustn’t squelch the budding scientist, dear. Katherine will keep an eye if he attempts anything naughty.”

	Eva placed the collection to the side of the fireplace and sank onto the settee next to me. “I have to pinch myself that I’m really here.”

	She gazed around the room as if savoring the details of our home, most of which I had probably described at some point in one or another of my letters. Her eyes stopped on the silver-framed photograph sitting on the rosewood side table next to her. She picked up the formal family portrait taken five years before on William’s thirty-eighth birthday. I was perched in a straight-backed wooden chair holding three-month-old Cole in my lap. William stood behind me, his hand on my shoulder, attempting to look dignified and serious in his dark suit and stiff, starched shirt, with his unruly sandy-blond hair slicked into place. But as always, a hint of mischief worked at the edges of his generous mouth. Sara Jane, ten years old at the time, had tightly braided pigtails the color of ripened wheat. She leaned her head on my right shoulder and peeked up shyly at the camera. And our dear Peter, seven years old, stood on my other side, white-gold curls tumbling down his forehead, his hands hanging at his sides with fingers still in motion, barely containing his excitement. The image did not capture his sparkling blue eyes or his laughter that floated in the air like the happy trill of a meadowlark. God had lifted his soul from this world two months later, the result of an outbreak of typhoid fever. Now only our memories of Peter lived on.

	“It was the last picture of all of us together,” I whispered.

	Eva squeezed my hand as her eyes grew misty. “Such terrible losses.”

	Sara Jane leaned forward with an anxious expression. I knew it pained her to see me so sad and stirred her own grief.

	Thankfully, Katherine bustled into the room with the breakfast tray. “I made a fresh pot of coffee for ye and my special cinnamon rolls, don’t ye know,” she said.

	“They look delicious. I’m ravenous,” Eva said.

	Katherine beamed. “Can I bring ye some eggs and bacon?”

	Eva smiled. “Oh, no thank you.”

	“Well, I have a lovely roast beef for the luncheon,” Katherine said as she headed back to the kitchen.

	I poured coffee and handed out plates of rolls as Eva related the latest news from our cousin Lois and her husband, George. They had recently moved with their five children from Lawrence to Richmond, Virginia. “Lois says George is getting involved in politics and hopes to run for office soon.”

	“Who would have imagined that the shy young man who came courting Lois would grow into such a confident, successful lawyer?” I drifted off for a moment, feeling wistful for those innocent days long ago when we had discovered boys and the future’s possibilities. “As I get older time passes too quickly,” I said with a sigh. “But you’re still young and have everything before you.”

	“Ha! Everyone in Lawrence thinks I’m a hopeless old maid! Imagine, twenty-five and not married,” Eva said with mock horror.

	I laughed. “What nonsense.”

	“They are right, I suppose. All my friends in Lawrence and from college are married now, and many have children,” Eva said. “But I don’t care a whit what anyone thinks. Anyway, I may surprise them yet, if I can only break free of mother.”

	“How is Mother faring?” I asked, working to keep my tone neutral.

	“The same as always.” Eva’s lips twisted into a wry smile. “Every time I speak of going back to finish college, she relapses and takes to her bed. Dr. Bartley gives her laudanum and sherry.”

	“Oh dear, laudanum is very addictive.”

	“Don’t worry. Once I agree to remain at home awhile longer, she has a miraculous recovery and gives it up.”

	Eva had followed in my footsteps by continuing her education on the East Coast, attending Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania. I had encouraged her to escape the small-minded attitudes of Lawrence and explore broader horizons. Mother was apoplectic over the decision, blaming me for putting foolish notions in Eva’s head. My decision in 1879 to go to Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, had created a deep divide in our already testy relationship. I attributed much of her anger to the fact that Father had given me his blessing without first consulting her.

	Eva persevered in the face of Mother’s opposition and spent three years studying at Bryn Mawr, dutifully returning home each Christmas and summer. She hoped to become one of the rare women to go on for a postgraduate degree and a career teaching at a college. Shortly after Eva left for her final year, Mother suffered the first of her “spells.” I never understood why it took Mother so long to devise this scheme, but naturally nothing would satisfy her except Eva return home to care for her. Eva complied, thinking it a brief interruption, a mere pause in her studies. Instead, Mother had manipulated her for three long years, feigning illness every time Eva mentioned leaving again for Bryn Mawr. Mother was particularly skilled at leveling heavy doses of guilt.

	Dr. Bartley had diagnosed Mother’s condition as a case of nervous prostration and hysteria. It didn’t fool me. I knew she had the resilience and constitution of an ox. If anything ailed her, it was boredom, loneliness, and a lack of intellectual purpose in her life—not to mention a loss of control over her youngest child. She took to her bed for weeks on end, complaining of headaches and weakness, keeping poor Eva at her beck and call. She was unconscionably selfish to hold Eva hostage in this manner.

	I wrote to Eva on several occasions, pressing her not to allow Mother to dictate her future out of some misguided sense of duty. She must get on with her own life, I urged. Given Eva’s sweet nature, I withheld my most negative opinions regarding Mother. She wrote back explaining that Mother depended on her presence. She didn’t have the courage to leave again and risk mother’s demise. I sensed she also feared causing a permanent break and being exiled from the family as I had been.

	“It is remarkable that she didn’t come down with scarlet fever after tending to you, considering her delicate health.” I could not keep the sarcasm from my voice.

	Eva played with the remaining bite of her cinnamon roll. “She was very devoted, Lida. She stayed by my side the entire time. As did Mildred.”

	“Of course. That was unkind of me.” I felt ashamed for being so petty, and in front of Sara Jane.

	Eva put down her plate and took a deep breath. “I have something most urgent to tell you before Mildred comes down.”

	My pulse quickened at the ominous words. Was she feeling unwell? Or Mildred? What kind of calamity might be brewing?

	Sara Jane, sitting erect and attempting to remain ladylike as she nibbled on her roll, peered over with interest.

	Eva glanced at her uncertainly, then looked at me. “Perhaps I should wait until later.”

	Sara Jane’s face fell.

	Whatever Eva had to say, it wouldn’t be anything untoward that Sara Jane could not hear. She was a mature and thoughtful girl by necessity, given how our lives had unfolded. “You may tell Sara Jane, if you’re comfortable doing so.”

	“I promise not to tell anyone,” Sara Jane said.

	Eva smiled. “Of course, you’re nearly grown.”

	The color in Eva’s cheeks heightened as she stared at her hands. “I’ve met a gentleman, a lovely person. I mentioned him in several letters to you.” Her words spilled out, gaining momentum like rain pouring off the eaves of the house. “I first made his acquaintance last August at a dinner given by my dear friends, Sylvia and James. He’s an attorney from Boston who came to Lawrence to settle a property claim for a client. He had an introduction to James’s law firm to make use of their offices while he stayed. We attended a second dinner together, then he called on me one afternoon at home to meet Mother. She acted horrid, barely responding to his questions, remaining dour and silent. After ten minutes, she claimed a headache and asked him to leave. Her rudeness stunned us both. I wept all evening.”

	She shook her head. “When he returned to Boston, we began corresponding. Mother made it clear she didn’t approve of my acquaintance with him, claiming we knew nothing of his background and family. She warned me that there was no point in forming an attachment to someone in Boston whom I would likely never see again. When his letters arrived, she became sullen for days. I had him write to Sylvia’s house instead.

	“He came back to Lawrence for a few weeks the end of September before I took ill. We had dinner one night and tea another day at Sylvia’s. I only mentioned it to Mother after he returned to Boston again.”

	Sara Jane’s eyes sparkled with excitement, as—most likely—did mine. I remembered Eva mentioning a charming man several times, but nothing more seemed to transpire. Eva’s remarkable beauty and sweet disposition had attracted dozens of suitors over the years in Lawrence and Pennsylvania. Yet no man had managed to capture her affections. She wrote of meeting boys who were too immature or frivolous or overbearing, always flawed in some fatal way.

	“What is his name?” Sara Jane asked.

	“Mr. Bertram Dearman.” Eva’s hand fluttered to her chest. “He is the kindest, most intelligent man I’ve ever met. We share the same ideals and interests in education and the many injustices plaguing society. He supports the women’s vote, of course, or I could not possibly consider him worthy.”

	She smiled shyly. “I might add, he’s extremely handsome. We are…most in love. I wanted to write more about him to you, but then I became ill and feared Mother or Mildred might intercept my letters.” Her face crumpled with distress as she grabbed my hand. “I can’t tell you how difficult it’s been. They’ve conspired against us from the beginning.

	“After I recovered from my illness, Mr. Dearman returned to Lawrence in March. Mother found out he was in town and forbade me to see him. The worst of it is Mildred sided with her. This cut me to the quick, as we’ve become quite close these past years.” Eva’s eyes sparkled with defiant tears and her chin trembled. “Mr. Dearman and I met in secret at Sylvia’s several times, anyway.”

	“What happened next?” Sara Jane asked, leaning forward in her chair until she almost fell off.

	“Mr. Dearman returned once more earlier this month, determined to find a way to win over Mother and Mildred. When Mother found out he was in town and wanted to talk with her, she flew into a rage. Her heart began palpitating, and Dr. Bartley warned me she must avoid all excitement.”

	My long-held anger and resentment flared up. “Now I understand why Mildred brought you here. To take you away from your young man.”

	“But how did Grandmother and Aunt Mildred find out?” Sara Jane asked.

	Eva pulled a handkerchief from her pocket to wipe her eyes. “Sylvia’s sister revealed our secret to a friend, and given the way people gossip in Lawrence, it wasn’t long until Mother and Mildred heard. That’s when Mildred bought our train tickets for Denver.” She dabbed her wet cheeks. She looked up, alarmed. “Please don’t think I didn’t want to come. It means everything to me to be here with you. But I must find a way to be with Mr. Dearman as well.”

	“Whatever are their objections?” I asked.

	“They invent endless arguments asserting that he’s not suitable because they don’t know anything about his past or his character. It happened too quickly, and he can’t be trusted.” She looked down once more. “Dr. Bartley told them my illness has left me too weak for marriage…and the possibility of bearing children.” Her voice choked on these last words.

	“That old goat,” I grumbled. “Once you have settled in, I would like to examine you. There are a number of promising homeopathic treatments you could try to rebuild your constitution.”

	“I’m sure you’ll find me perfectly healthy.” Eva gave a vehement shake of her head. “Really, this is all about Mother. She wants to keep me at home forever, caring for her until I shrivel up into a bitter old woman as miserable as she has been her whole life. I know that is a most vile thing to say about my own mother, but I can’t…c-can’t stand it.” Her voice dissolved into soft sobs, shaking her delicate shoulders.

	“I’ll help sort this out,” I insisted, although I hadn’t the slightest idea how to right this dreadful situation.

	Eva lifted her head, struggling to catch her breath. “Mr. Dearman says he won’t give up until he finds a way to win my family’s approval.” She blinked several times. “If he is unable to do so, I cannot say what I shall resort to.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 3            SARA JANE

	Being Privy to a Romantic Intrigue

	I could barely contain my excitement. Aunt Eva’s predicament called to mind the dime novels that my best friend, Rose O’Malley, and I had taken to secretly reading after she found a stash hidden in the armoire in her mother’s sewing room. The romantic novels told complicated sagas of hopeless liaisons filled with improbable plots and unbelievable coincidences. We had found several rather sensational and shocking. Only Aunt Eva’s story wasn’t cheap or unsavory like those books. Her tale was more like a Jane Austen novel of thwarted romance and secret rendezvous, certainly nothing illicit.

	The thrill of being privy to Aunt Eva’s intrigue offered an escape from my sheltered world and the dull, monotonous routines and sorrows of the past few years. My aunt had taken me into her confidence, and I could not disappoint her. I thought of Saint John, the patron saint of discretion, whom I had read about the previous week. He had died at the hand of King Wenceslas IV of Bohemia rather than divulge the confession of the king’s wife, Queen Sophie. Such loyalty was to be admired. I would pray to Saint John to help me keep Aunt Eva’s secret.

	Mama bit her lip before speaking. “I can talk with Mildred on your behalf.”

	Aunt Eva grabbed Mama’s hands. “I don’t want to burden you, but you’re my last hope. You must meet Mr. Dearman first, so you can argue in earnest on his behalf. If we can only convince Mildred to give him a chance. She’s never even talked with him.”

	Mama blinked several times. “But how will I meet him?”

	“I’m expecting a letter…” Aunt Eva began, but she halted at the sound of heavy, uneven footsteps descending the stairs. She wiped away her tears and took a ragged breath.

	Aunt Mildred loomed in the doorway. “What is going on? Eva, have you been crying?”

	“It’s only a cinder from the train in my eye. I’ll run some water over it.” Eva bolted from her seat and brushed pass Mildred.

	“What has she been telling you?” Aunt Mildred’s tone implied wrongdoing on Eva’s part and perhaps on my and Mama’s as well.

	I gave Aunt Mildred my most serious look, frowning slightly. “She was talking about her illness.” This was mostly true. Eva had mentioned concerns over her health.

	“Did you sleep?” Mama asked calmly. “Come have some coffee and a roll.”

	Aunt Mildred blinked several times. “I didn’t sleep at all. That dreadful feline of yours is somewhere upstairs mewling like a hungry calf.”

	I cringed. “I’m sorry, Aunt Mildred. She must have gotten locked in Cole’s room.”

	Cole clattered from the kitchen across the dining room and front hall, sliding to a halt next to Aunt Mildred. He lifted his clasped hands toward her face. “Look, Aunt Mildred! I
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